years?
RP: "Writing" is not the most accurate word for how I work. Nearly always I begin a poem with my voice, sometimes compose most of the first draft without touching paper or keyboard. The work of composition can happen while driving a car, or in the shower. Yeats is supposed to have said, "I get a tune in my head." That sounds right to me: sometimes, the words aren't there yet but your voice has discovered the essential pattern of pitches, grammatical energies, cadences. It's much more like noodling at a piano than like writing a term paper.
On the other hand, the process of revising and refining can consume a lot of paper!
EF: How do you know when you can call one of your poems finished? What inner voice tells you that you're done?
RP:You run your voice over it, as you run your hand over something you are sandpapering. RP: "Satisfied" is not "gratified" or even "content." And certainly not "satiated." The garment worker and the customer wearing the garment in the poem are both satisfied by certain details (color, fit, feel), that enable them to get on with their lives-not necessarily satisfied by every aspect of those lives, together or individually. The word "and" is important in that sentence: "both her and me." In different and similar ways, the worker and consumer (most people are some of each) take part in a system.
EF:

EF: You say, "Translation, always, is a matter of degree." How did you become comfortable with the idea that no translation will ever be an exact copy? How do you untangle the meaning from the original language, and then seek to repeat it in a different tongue?
RP: Writing a poem is always a matter of degree: you never get exactly and completely everything you want. Even the "Ode to a Nightingale" is a great, great translation of an original in the sky, or if you prefer in the mind of God. For me, the way I make translations, it is not significantly different from writing a poem. 
EF:
EF: In "ABC," you were obviously working with the exercise of beginning successive word with the following letter of the alphabet. Was this simply an exercise that turned into a fantastic and often-anthologized poem? How often do you give yourself writing "assignments" like that?
RP: The alphabet-thing is based on one of my insomnia games, Forms like that in my poems have less to do with writing and assignments than with being a certain kind of weirdo.
EF: You make Biblical references in your work, or invoke the gods and rituals of ancient societies, but you're not above writing a line like "And Buddha the dog-doo you flick" in "First Things to Hand," in a prime example of juxtaposing the sacred and the profane. Are juxtapositions like this your way of saying the vastness of human experience has room for both Jehovah and dog-doo when put on the page?
RP: If the sacred is not somehow in everything, including the profane, then it is nothing.
EF: "The Figured Wheel" weaves concrete images into an abstract idea. How did you choose the images and physical places that ended up in the poem?
RP:
The poem reflects the actual processes of my mind-a jumble of meanings, not meaningless, but jumbled. And the poem with its -what? its rotating eruption?-of details, things, ideas, reflects my intuitively or psychologically rather non-linear, I guess cyclical relation to time.
EF: Do you believe that poetry is essential to contemporary America, or to contemporary civilization in general? Will poetry stick around, despite reality TV and twitter?
RP: In a survival race, I am quite certain that poetry will long outlast reality TV and Twitter. I'd bet my life savings on it in a second. Do you think the bookmakers in Vegas would take that one? (They are probably too shrewd to touch it.)
The onetime magazine Newsweek once proclaimed poetry to be dead . . . . guess what happened.
EF: During your term as Poet Laureate, you started the Favorite Poem Project, which is now used as a resource for teachers and a model for community events. How did you form the concept for this project? Are you pleased with its success?
RP: Every July, the Favorite Poem Project sponsors a one-week Summer Institute for K-12 teachers: the teachers get the videos and the anthologies. Poets like Louise Glűck, Carl Philips, Mark Doty, Heather McHugh give talks and readings, and the teachers meet by grade level to generate teaching ideas, projects, lesson plans based on the idea of poetry as an art: the poem as an audible work of art, not an exam question.
EF: In your eyes, what needs to be done to keep poetry alive in contemporary consciousness?
RP: Poetry takes care of itself. All art does-that is paramount.
What else? Well, the poetry organizations could do more to support teachers and librarians who are already doing a good job. The organizations and foundations waste a lot of time and money on silliness: how to make an Emily Dickinson costume for Halloween, prizes awarded to different categories of poet, poems in text that hops around on your iPhone, poetry soap, poetry aquarium gravel, etc . . . It might be better to simply encourage libraries, schools, community centers to bring together different kinds and levels of activity: the local amateur poets in writing groups and readings with MFA students. The FPP's Summer Institute is a joint project of BU's MFA program and BU's School of Education-why doesn't every university that has an MFA program do something with the same university's school of education? With local high schools? Some do, and more should.
But really, that's not essential: art takes care of itself: its appeal is endless, like the appeal of cuisine beyond nutrition, lovemaking beyond copulation, dance beyond locomotion. Poetry meets a fundamental craving, the mind meeting the body in the sounds of words.
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